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JOHN MURTAGH MACROSSAN AND THE 
GENESIS OF THE WHITE AUSTRALIA POLICY 
[By HARRISON BRYAN, M.A., James Forsyth 
Librarian in the University of Queensland] 
(Read at a meeting of The Historical Society of Queens-
land on 27th May 1954) 
Introduction 
No less a person than Edmund Barton is reported 
to have once claimed in the course of a speech at Single-
ton that it was John Murtagh Macrossan who origin-
ated the term "White Australia" in connection with the 
proposed Federation of the Australian colonies. 
It is unlikely that any positive proof can be 
brought forward to support this assertion of Barton's. 
Indeed there might even be held to be some grounds for 
doubting it. In the first place, for example, it consti-
tuted a suspiciously opportune missile to fire at the 
head of his natural enemy, George Reid, who had been 
up tiU then, and indeed still is, fairly generally credited 
with fathering this particular phrase. In the second 
place, it must be remembered that Macrossan's dra-
matic collapse and tragic death at the 1891 Federation 
Convention clearly had considerable popular appeal as 
a first martyrdom in the cause of the new nationhood. 
Barton, ever a shrewd politician, might not neglect the 
chance of capitalising on this public receptiveness by 
being the agent of awakening an even more sentimental 
interest in Macrossan's memory. Finally, for what it 
is worth, I have myself found no other reference to 
Macrossan's reputed authorship in the course of some 
not inconsiderable research into his life and political 
career. 
However, it is not terribly vital, I suggest, for the 
point to be clearly established one way or the other. 
What is important is that it should ever have been 
thought reasonable to attribute to Macrossan the sen-
timent imphed in the phrase "White Australia." I pro-
pose in this paper to analyse as far as possible what I 
have been able to discover of Macrossan's views and 
actions on the subject of coloured labour, with a view 
to establishing whether or not he would have been 
likely to have favoured the complete and unconditional 
exclusion from Australia of other than white people. 
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Now Macrossan happened to be prominent in 
Queensland politics at just the time when this colony 
was most divided on the question of coloured labour 
of various kinds, when morever, it-was for afl practical 
purposes the only Australian colony which was much 
affected by the problem. As is wefl known, too, events 
in Queensland in the closing decades of the nineteenth 
century were watched very closely by the other colonies 
and exercised considerable influence not only on the 
course of the movement for federation, but also on the 
predetermined policy of the new. nation that resulted 
from it. 
Accordingly, it might well be expected that the 
speeches and actions over this period of a man who was 
alternatively a Minister of the Crown closely associated 
with labour problems, and a prominent member of the 
Opposition for almost eighteen years, could provide an 
interesting commentary, if nothing more, on the de-
velopment of this particular feature in Queensland life. 
When it is remembered also that Macrossan had been 
himself a manual worker in an industry which was 
closely affected by competition from coloured labour our 
interest can hardly fail to be further stimulated. Add 
to this the final point that he represented, for the major 
portion of his Parliamentary career, a constituency 
which was vitafly concerned in the flourishing of a 
further industry, the very existence of which was held 
by a large portion of the community to depend on the 
maintenance of coloured labour and the prospect be-
comes positively intriguing! 
To anticipate somewhat, the surprising thing to 
my mind is not that it is possible to convict, or a t the 
very least suspect, Macrossan of inconsistency and pos-
sible political opportunism on the subject of coloured 
labour, but that the very occasions for these suspicions 
which stand out so clearly on analysis, do so against a 
background of quite remarkable consistency and single-
ness of purpose. 
As I have attempted to show elsewhere i^>, I think 
that to questions which were basic to what he consid-
ered to be his fundamental interests, John Murtagh 
Macrossan was capable of a considerable amount of 
quite selfless devotion. On the other hand, where he 
I. BRYAN, H. The political career of John Murtagh Macrossan Unpublished thesis. 
University of Queensland. 
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did not feel any deep conviction or standing interest to 
be involved, we must be prepared to find, on occasion, 
the most unscrupulous inconsistency. Both these as-
pects can be observed in his approach to the question 
of coloured labour. 
Before dealing in detail with the immediate sub-
ject of this paper it may be as well to summarize 
briefly Macrossan's not uneventful passage across the 
Queensland Political stage and so to erect, as it were, a 
chronological framework on which to hang the later 
argument. 
After more than twenty years practical experience 
as a gold miner, at least seven of them spent on the 
North Queensland fields, John Murtagh Macrossan was 
returned to the Queensland Legislative Assembly in 
1874 as one of the members for the predominantly min-
ing constituency of Kennedy. After two years in the 
House as an Independent, he elected to support the op-
position party which was regarded generally as favour-
ing the Conservative interest and was led, at that time, 
by A. H. Palmer. At the 1878 elections the Liberal Gov-
ernment was roundly defeated and Palmer's successor, 
Mcllwraith, assumed office, including Macrossan in his 
Cabinet as Minister for Works and Mines. Macrossan 
had actually been rejected at the poll by his mining 
constituents but a seat was found for him at Townsville 
and he continued to serve that electorate until his 
death. The close association between Macrossan and 
Mcllwraith continued through the years of opposition 
that followed the return of the Liberal party to power 
under Griffith in 1883, although Macrossan had re-
signed his portfolio some six months before Mcll-
wraith's defeat in order to pursue a private contract in 
railroad construction in another colony. In 1888, Mc-
llwraith put Macrossan back in the Mines Department 
when his National Government took office and there he 
remained, surviving the breach of his association with 
Sir Thomas when the latter left the Ministry two years 
later. From November 1888, to August 1890, he also 
directed the Colonial Secretaryship. In the latter year, 
Macrossan and his political enemy Sir Samuel Griffith 
together represented Queensland at the Conference on 
Federation called by Sir Henry Parkes. The following 
year, though then in opposition, he was again selected 
to attend the first Federal Convention and as an imme-
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diate result of insisting on attending its sessions de-
spite his feeble health, died suddenly in Sydney on the 
30th March 1891, at the early age of fifty-eight. 
Coming now to the main issue of this paper, it is 
convenient to divide the discussion into three parts as 
it deals in succession with three classes of coloured 
labour which were seriously considered in Queensland 
during the period under discussion, i.e., in order, coolies. 
Kanakas, and Chinese. 
A. Coolies 
One of Macrossan's first actions after being re-
turned to Parliament in 1874 was to give his signature 
to the so-called 'Northern Manifesto'(2) drawn up by 
the three members who represented Northern elec-
torate in the Assembly, Fitzgerald, Hodgkinson and 
himself. This document set out a five point programme 
to which the signatories pledged their support to se-
cure justice for the North which they maintained was 
being exploited in the interests of the Southern por-
tion of the colony. Point 5 in the Manifesto called for 
the introduction of coolie labour for the sugar industry 
'as already provided for under the Act of 1862.' 
Now here is the first evidence of that clash of in-
terests which ever characterised Macrossan's political 
life. Here was a man elected primarily by the miners, 
a class typically radical in their outlook and tradition-
ally opposed to the sugar planters both as capitalists 
and as would-be employers of cheap labour, lending 
his support nevertheless to the latter, apparently on 
both the grounds considered offensive by the majority 
of his electors. 
It is impossible to pursue this question at any 
great length in this paper, but my considered judge-
ment is that if the miners ever really felt that Mac-
rossan intended to devote himself solely to their im-
mediate interests they were undoubtedly deluding 
themselves. I think it can be shown that he never re-
garded himself solely as a working-man's member or as 
solely representing the mining industry, although the 
latter interest never ceased to bulk large in his 
thoughts. Rather did he consider from the verv first 
the overall pattern of the whole northern portion of 
the colony. In his very first election address to his 
2. The text will be found in: Courier, 2/2/1874. 
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mining associates, for instance, he took care to point 
out that there were two leading interests in the north 
'quartz mining and sugar growing.'(3). 
Nevertheless, the fact remains that at the very 
outset of his political career, when he was at his most 
radical, we have clear evidence that, at least at that 
time, he was not in favour of the exclusion of col-
oured labour. 
In this same first session of 1874, Fitzgerald, the 
member for Bowen, who, as Thadeus O'Kane at any 
rate insisted, was the prime mover in the Manifesto, (*) 
introduced a motion requesting the government to take 
action on the matter of implementing the 1862 legisla-
tion relating to coolies. 
Macrossan spoke late in the debate and, in spite 
of the Manifesto, voted against Fitzgerald. He ad-
mitted that, even when he came to the House that 
night, he had intended to support the motion, but 
changed his mind after hearing two squatting mem-
bers, Ivory and Morehead, support it simply as a source 
of cheap labour, obviously looking forward to extending 
it beyond the cane fields. On this point Macrossan was 
quite clear, he would not countenance coloured com-
petition with European labour 'if the honourable mem-
ber for Bowen in bringing forward his motion could so 
manage it as to confine this class of labour to the sugar 
industry and to that portion of the colony which, it 
was admitted, was unsuited for European labour, then 
he should vote for it, but on no other condition could he 
reconcile himself to do so.'^ -^ ^ He was aware that in 
opposing the motion he would fall into at least partial 
disfavour in his electorate, 'as far as his constituents 
were concerned, if he voted one way he would displease 
one portion of them and if he voted the other way he 
would displease another portion.' 
This seemingly inconsistent action provides the 
key to Macrossan's coolie policy and, in fact, to quite 
a number of separate aspects of his political life. His 
resolution of the apparent incompatibility of interest 
3. See Northern Advocate 27/9/1873 for this address. 
4. O'Kane, a journalist of Irish extraction was a very loud and sometimes quile 
important voice in the North at this time. He was never very happy about Macros-
san, and from the day the latter joined the ranks of the Conservatives never 
ceased to assail him in print with much vigour and little decency. Said O'Kane 
of this Manifesto: 'Hodfikinson and Macrossan were made catspaws to work out 
the coolie scheme of the astute Fitzgeral<I. Hence the famous Northern M.inifi'slo.' 
Northern Miner. 2/2/1876. 
5. Queensland Parliament. Debates, Vol. 17 (1874), p. 918. 
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between the two Northern industries or, if you prefer 
itj between his working-class background and his capi-
talistic sympathies, in this matter being to support the 
sugar planters with all his power—up to a point, the 
crucial point being that at which a major clash of in-
terests developed. Coolies, yes, but only so long as 
they were kept within bounds and certainly not at all 
once there was a chance of their operating beyond the 
canelands and so endangering standards of white 
labour in other industries. 
Fitzgerald's motion obviously had not the faintest 
chance of success while not even the Northern mem-
bers could agree on it, and the cooHe question as a 
whole lay dormant until the Conservatives came to 
office. 
Macrossan contributed very materially to the land-
slide of 1878, bringing into the House a solid minis-
terial bloc of nine votes, the 'Northern Nine,' as a re-
sult of a Northern tour that was practically a personal 
triumph. With such an accumulation of Northern 
backing it was inevitable that some move would be 
made in the interests of the sugar industry. 
Macrossan himself had not abandoned his 'coolies 
under safeguards' ideas. In 1875 for instance, right 
on the heels of his refusal to support Fitzgerald we find 
O'Kane still adjuring him to 'drop the coolie craze' and 
reporting that Macrossan had 'offered coolies as the 
only alternatives to Chinese.'(^^ This latter phrase is 
particularly significant since, as we shall see, Macros-
san was at all times obsessed by the Yellow Peri^. 
By 1881, then, the Mcllwraith Government felt 
impelled to include in the estimates a sum to cover the 
appointment of an Immigration Agent in British IntMa, 
thus giving the first real indication that any definite 
move was to be made to implement the 1862 Act. 
Griffith, in opposition, promptly introduced a Bill in 
1882 to repeal this Act. 
In the course of his second reading speech, Griffith 
stated that, up to early 1882, although negotiations 
had been in progress with the Indian Government for 
some years, no move had yet been made to ensure that 
the coolies imported as labourers did not remain and 
settle in Queensland after their term of hiring was 
6, Northern Miner, 27/11/1875. 
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completed, or to make certain that their employment 
would be restricted to tropical agriculture. That such 
safeguards were included at all, even though at that 
late stage in the proceedings, he felt was due mainly 
to Macrossan; 'he ventured to think the honourable the 
Minister for Works had a good deal to do with it. He 
had no doubt that if that gentleman had not been a 
member of the Government the matter would not have 
occurred to them.''7' 
Macrossan was not disposed to comment on this 
statement, but took instead the line that, legally, the 
inhabitants of British India, as British subjects, could 
not be refused entrance into the colony and that, there-
fore, Griffith's Bill was pointless. He urged instead sup-
port for Mcllwraith's amendment of it, namely that any 
regulations framed under the 1862 Act should receive 
the prior ratification of both Houses of Parliament be-
fore being implemented, instead of merely proclaimed 
executively as originally intended. It was better, he 
felt, to lay down regulations before the planters took 
the initiative and commenced immigration on their own 
account. 
It would appear that the position he took up on 
this occasion was not really inconsistent with his pro-
fessed interests. He was anxious about labour supplies 
for sugar, he was honestly convinced, as were many of 
both parties at that time, that Europeans were un-
suited to tropical employment and, if Griffith's state-
ment was correct, he did do all in his power to prevent 
coloured labour competing with European, by carefully 
circumscribing its employment. Griffith's Bill was nega-
tived and Mcllwraith based a Bill on his amendment 
which subsequently passed into law as the "Indian Im-
migrant Act Amendment Act." 
Upon Griffith's accession to power in 1883 he im-
mediately attempted to repeal the two Indian Immigra-
tion Acts. It must be admitted that Macrossan took a 
verv weak line during the debate on the repealing Bill. 
Griffith had stated that, in fact, the Indian Govern-
ment would refuse to let coolies emigrate to Queens-
land, so Macrossan argued that, as the existing Acts 
had no eflfect for good or evil, it was a waste of Parlia-
mentary time repealing them. This of course was just 
the reverse argument to that which he had used the 
7. Q.P.D.. 37. (1882), p. 191. 
892 
previous year. He also made the inevitable allegation 
of recently displaced oppositions that the Government 
was only carrying this measure to placate a vocal 
minority and so gain cheap electoral credit. At the 
same time, however, he may well have been rather 
embarrassed by his colleague Morehead's tj^ically un-
thinking advocacy, once again, of unrestricted cheap 
labour. 
Although passed by the Assembly, this Bill did 
not become law and Griffith re-introduced it in 1886. 
On this occasion Macrossan still insisted that it would 
be well to retain regulations to control the traffic which 
he was certain would be set up eventually in spite of 
the Indian Government's reluctance, thus reversing the 
argument for the second time! However, he thought 
that, all in all, it might be better to remove such a 
bone of contention from the statute book and so do 
away with the possibility of an annual attack on North-
ern members. ^^> 
The passage of this Act, for all practical purposes, 
ended the move to import coolies, though it was never 
really forgotten; the "Courier," for instance always 
had a sneaking fondness for coohes and often expressed 
its preference in the course of attacking Griffith's 
hesitant gropings at the Kanaka problem. 
It cannot be said that Macrossan took a very 
definite stand on the whole business. For our purpose, 
however, it is worth noting that what feelings he did 
express were directed not towards the complete ex-
clusion of these coloured people, but rather to their in-
troduction, admittedly only under carefully framed 
regulations. 
In any case the coolie agitation was rapidly sub-
merged in the growing anxiety over the employment of 
Kanakas, often miscalled Polynesians. To this we must 
now turn. 
B. Kanakas 
A trade in Pacific Islanders had been in operation 
ever since 1863 when the first 'Polynesians' were in-
troduced by Captain Towns to cultivate cotton in the 
Logan area. In 1868 an Act had been passed to regu-
late the traffic and in the preamble to it, it was stated 
that the labour was required for 'tropical and semi-
tropical agriculture.' By the time Macrossan entered 
8. Q.V.D., 49, (1886), p. 166. 
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Parliament however, it was abundantly clear that their 
employment was by no means restricted in practice to 
these occupations but that, in fact. Kanakas were being 
eagerly exploited as a source of cheap labour, particu-
larly for the pastoral industry. 
Apart from this extension of Kanaka activity into 
a field of direct competition with European labour, 
there was also the suggestion of abuses associated with 
recruiting. Feeling ran high on both counts and Ber-
nays goes so far as to attribute to the anti-black labour 
agitation a large measure of the foundation of the old 
Liberal Party. (^ ) 
A Select Committee reported on the trade in 1876 
and, in the following year, a Bill was introduced, the 
main object of which was the restriction of Kanakas 
to the coastal, i.e. sugar, areas. 
Macrossan spoke very forthrightly on this occa-
sion. He was 'opposed to the introduction of Kanakas 
under any pretence whatever . . . as he represented 
a portion of a constituency which employed that lab-
our, he begged to say, he for one would join with any 
member of the House who would propose to abolish 
the labour entirely. Failing that he would go to the 
next least evil, and confine them entirely to planta-
tions; keep them altogether from towns; keep them 
entirely from domestic employment, and confine them 
to the cultivation of sugar, cotton or any other tropical 
production . . . he believed sufficient . . . (replacement 
labour) could be got from Europe by employing Ger-
man or Scandinavian immigrants.'(^^^ 
Now it should be noted that this general support 
of Government policy came immediately after Macros-
san had moved a narrowly defeated vote of censure on 
it, so that this is clearly one occasion on which party 
counted for nothing in his actions. Moreover, later in 
the debate, he condemned very strongly squatter use 
of Kanakas, and, speaking on a new clause introduced 
by the Government to terminate the traffic in 1880, 
said that 'allowing squatters three years to import 
Kanakas was too long a period.'^ ^^^ 
Intriguingly enough, the "Week," a Liberal Jour-
nal, suggested that the sugar planters were anxious for 
9. BERNAYS, C. A. Queensland Politics during sixty, 1859-1919, years. Brisbane 
Govt. Pr.. (n.d.) p . 67. 
10. Q.P.D., 23, (1877), p. 58. 
11 ibid. p. 178. 
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the Bill to pass since aflowing Kanakas to disperse over 
other industries had tended to increase their wages on 
the cane fields. 0^ ) The spectacle of the latest adherent 
to the squatting ranks strongly opposing their interests 
on a question which a Liberal organ practically accused 
the Liberal government of introducing in the interests 
of their planter-capitalist opponents is just too confus-
ing for words! . 
This measure never passed into law and a similar 
one the following year did not even reach the second 
reading stage. . , , , , , , ^ . 
After the failure of the 'anti-black labour' party to 
effect any legislative reform on this question, it was 
left to the Conservative Mcllwraith to pass the first 
amending Act in 1880. This foflowed fairly closely the 
lines already suggested and aUowed Islander immigra-
tion only for tropical or semi-tropical agriculture. On 
this occasion, Macrossan re-stated his position* which 
does not seem to have suffered any real change since 
1877. 'He was as antagonistic to the employment of 
Kanakas in any shape or form as any member of the 
House . . . it was simply a qfuestion of protection and 
expediency,'<i3) protection of white labour by the re-
striction of the spread of its coloured counterpart and 
expediency, at the same time, by continuing to supply 
Kanakas for the occupations which were deemed im-
possible for whites, but which contributed richly to 
the colony's income. 
The "Courier" saw 'one great objection' to the bifl, 
that it was not made retrospective in operation and so 
did not include time-expired 'boys' who had drifted 
away from the canefields: 'It is this very class of free 
boys whose employment in the colony is most prejudi-
cial to the interest of the European labourer and has 
excited such an active and determined hostflity against 
the importation of Polynesian labour.' <i*) 
Macrossan however spoke very strongly in favour 
of the rights of these 'free boys' with arguments 
exactly parallel to those which, as we shafl see, he 
employed on two occasions with regard to Chinese. 
j rVis same legislation came out in 1884 when he 
opposed the suggestion that Griffith should include a 
retrospective restriction to the canefields in his Amend-
1 2 . ' r c e i t , 23/6/1877. 
13. Q.P.D., 32 (1880). p. 355. 
14. Courier, 11/8/1880. 
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ing Act. At the same time, 'he was quite prepared to 
give the honourable gentlemen all the assurance he 
could in confining all the islanders who came to the 
colony henceforth to the sugar plantations.'^i^^^ 
Now, this time, oddly enough, the "Courier" 
changed its tune regarding the 'free boys.' 'The Par-
liament is to be commended for taking into considera-
tion the case of those Polynesians who by long resid-
ence here have become Europeanised in tastes and 
habits. It would be cruel to force men who have become 
really civilised either to revert to the barbarism of 
their native islands or to abandon the lucrative handi-
crafts in which they have become proficient and rejoin 
the labour gangs of the plantations.'^^^^ 
During the debate, Hamilton proposed an amend-
ment putting a period to the trade which Griffith re-
fused to accept, and which even William Brookes, who 
was practically paranoid about Kanakas, voted against. 
This really aroused the "Courier" which, remember, 
had always favoured coolie labour. It ran a strong 
editorial accusing Griffith of inconsistency and election 
opportunism; 'he has abandoned the only valid argu-
ment against the introduction of Indian coolies, (by 
admitting the need for non-European labour in the 
cane-fields) but he still echoes the foundationless cry 
against them. The simple truth is that the anti-col-
oured labour cry echoed by members of the Ministerial 
party is thoroughly insincere. From the Premier to 
his most devoted follower, they perfectly well know 
that coloured labour is necessary for sugar cultivation 
and that the country will not permit the destruction 
of so profitable an industry. At the same time the de-
nunciation of a kind of labour, which they have not the 
least intention of abolishing was so exceedingly useful 
that they availed themselves of it without limit and 
without scruple.'<^^^ 
However, in the following year, Griffith did finally 
take the step of proposing complete abolition from 
1890. Macrossan on this occasion for the first time did 
not state his theoretical endorsement of abolition but 
instead prophesied gloomily that the measure would 
be the 'death-knell' of the sugar industry. His position 
15. Q.P.D., 41, (1883/4), p. 237. 
16. Courier, 6/2/1884. 
17. ibid. 14/2/1884. 
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now seems to be to emphasise a practical restriction 
rather than ultimate abolition, 'every obstacle should 
be thrown in the way of islanders being engaged in any 
other kind of work other than on plantations.'(^s) 
Again, but for 'the maladministration of every govern-
ment from the institution of the Polynesian traffic to 
the present time' he was convinced that 'the industry 
could have been carried on legitimately with Kanakas 
employed on the plantations in such a way that it would 
have been a credit to Queensland.' ^ ^^^ 
The "Courier" shared his concern about the future 
of the industry but 'on the other hand we have no in-
tention of advocating the continuance of Polynesian 
labour trade. That has now been so thoroughly dis-
credited that even though most of the charges made 
against it are false we cannot afford to maintain it.' ^ o^) 
To the "Courier" of course, the solution to the dilemma 
lay in the use of coolies. 
The last occasion on which Macrossan spoke in the 
House in relation to this Kanaka question was in Sep-
tember 1889 when, speaking to Cowley's motion on the 
sugar industry, he denied emphatically the iatention of 
the Government to extend Kanaka labour beyond 1890. 
'Their minds are made up on that point. My mind has 
always been made up on that subject.' As an alterna-
tive labour supply he suggested Italians, the first men-
tion, incidentally, that I have seen of this particular 
labour source. 
I think he can be regarded as having acted con-
sistently on this Kanaka question. However question-
able the Nationalist Party's intentions in 1889 in this 
matter (there was for example the inclusion of Hume 
Black in the Ministry), (^ oa) Macrossan's position 
at this time seems not to have altered from that which 
he took up fourteen years before when he denounced 
the members of the party which he had just elected 
to foUow. 
On almost every occasion he favoured the complete 
exclusion of the Kanaka and, on every occasion when 
the question was raised, insisted on his restriction to 
the non-white labour areas. He seems to have been, 
* 
18. Q.P.D. 47, (1885), p . 1087. 
19. ibid. p . 1089. 
20. Courier, 17/10/1885. 
20A. See also on this point. McNAUGHTON, I.D. The Case of Benjamin Kitt. 
pp. 535-558 in Hist. Soc. Q'ld. Journal Vol. IV., No. 4. 
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on the face of it at least, quite as preoccupied as Grif-
fith with the dangers of black-white competition on the 
labour market, while at the same time wishing to pro-
vide for the stability of the Northern staple, sugar. 
There is an obvious correlation here with the line 
he took on the coolie question, again, it was 'introduc-
tion, but with safeguards.' In the case of Kanakas, of 
course, this represented a retrogression from the 'no 
Kanakas at any price' with which he attacked Griffith 
in 1876; there is certainly a case for ascribing this 
change to party loyalty, or party discipline, as you will. 
Interestingly enough, however, although Macros-
san did support the party which favoured concessions 
to the sugar industry, and in spite of his own represen-
tation of a Northern electorate, there was very little 
attempt to couple his name actively with the planters. 
In fact I have found only two downright statements 
to this effect in contemporary sources. Francis Adams 
refers to him briefly as 'the leader of the North 
Queensland planters' which, discounted for Adams 
rather lavish use of the purple, may amount to very 
little!^2^^ A more noteworthy challenge is that of 
"Boomerang" which insisted in 1888 that 'the repre-
sentative of the red-shirted digger has modified his 
views a little since he became the idol of the planter.' ^^2) 
Here again, the "Boomerang" followed a particularly 
radical line. It acts, in fact, as a considerable counter-
weight to the allegations of O'Kane "et. al." that 
Macrossan should have rated mention in the "Boom-
erang's" columns only twice in this particular year! 
There remains the third source of non-white lab-
our; Chinese. 
C. Chinese 
When we come to trace Macrossan's attitude to-
wards the Chinese we find again a very generally con-
sistent policy extending over his public career. The 
reason in this particular case is, I think, not at all diffi-
cult to follow. The Chinese'menace'had always had par-
ticularly strong appeal for miners. It was in the min-
ing camps of Victoria that the Oriental gentlemen first 
came into conflict with Australians and in Queensland, 
in the early stages at any rate, only the mining con-
stituencies felt very strongly about them. 
31. ADAMS, F. The Australians. Lond., Allen & Unwin, p. 80. 
22. Boomerang, 30/6/1888. 
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Macrossan was himself a life long opponent of the 
Chinese, speaking vehemently against them with a 
Cato-hke persistence on almost every occasion that he 
opened his mouth in the House. William Brookes may 
have had Kanakas on the brain, but Macrossan's obses-
sion, if somewhat lighter in hue, was no less vj^ ell de-
veloped. And yet, as we shall see, on two occasions he 
allowed something fairly akin to a legal quibble to pre-
vent him from supporting an anti-Chinese measure, on 
each occasion as a measure introduced by the Liberal 
Party. It seems impossible in this regard to absolve 
him completely from the charge of compromising his 
principles for party ends. 
On a number of occasions over the years he felt 
it necessary to recapitulate his contributions to the 
anti-Chinese cause and to advance his claim to have 
done more in this regard than any other member. (23) He 
was very jealous of this self-conferred distinction and 
especially nettled when, on one occasion, Griffith had 
the audacity to attempt to appropriate it for himself! 
By Macrossan's own account, his very first action as a 
Parliamentarian was to wait on the then Premier, 
Macalister, in 1874 to urge legislative action against 
the Chinese influx, particularly to the Northern gold-
fields. In the following year the Government brought 
down a Bill for this purpose but it was only read once. 
In 1876, the Goldsfields Act Amendment Bill was 
introduced by the Liberal Government principally to 
lessen Chinese immigration, though it represented it-
self as a measure to compel them to contribute more 
equitably to the Colonial revenue. 
Although up to this point Macrossan had appeared 
as an unremitting opponent of the Chinese, and 
although further he had been quite unwavering in his 
determination to lend the strongest support to any 
measure directed particularly towards the benefit of 
mining, he voted against this Bill. 
His action on this occasion is really very interest-
ing Remembering again that he had opened this ses-
sion with the no-confidence motion which in fact 
marked the beginning of his association with the Con-
servatives, it is tempting to see in his opposition to this 
measure an excellent illustration of the kind of class-
23. e.g. Q.P.D. 37. (1882). p. r.O.. ibid. 41, (1883/4). p . 357. 
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betrayal that was alleged by O'Kane and his supporters 
to underlie this association, especially as this particular 
Bill was designed to protect not only labour in general 
but also that employed in Macrossan's own industry, 
mining. 
However, it must be admitted that there does ap-
pear to be some support for the line he took on this 
occasion, though at least some of his remarks are 
tinged with partisanship. He objected to the Bill main-
ly on the grounds that he considered it was only a 
sham and that he was sure that the Government them-
selves also thought so. Basically, the Bill proposed to 
increase charges for miner's rights issued to Chinese. 
Macrossan's point was that it would prove quite im-
possible to collect the extra license fee and that the 
only answer to the Chinese problem was to restrict 
their activities to clearly defined areas. He insisted 
that, had the Ministry been really in earnest about the 
Bill, they would not have let it fail to proceed beyond 
the first reading stage the previous year and that, even 
before that, they w o^uld have taken some action when 
the urgency of the matter was stressed to them by the 
Northern Members in 1874. It is necessary to record 
that he also stated, somewhat inconsistently with his 
repeated demands for complete exclusion, that 'the 
European miner did not actually object to the China-
men coming to the colonv; what he objected to was 
their treading fast upon his heels.'^ ^4) 
Unfortunately, the proceedings in committee on 
this Bill were not fully reported, but, from remarks 
iTade in subseauent years, ^^ s) it appears certain that it 
was an amendment of Macrossan's that secured the 
prohibition of Chinese from any new goldfield, unless 
discovered by them, for two years. 
During this debate the suggestion was made that 
a simple solution to the problem mierht be merelv to 
refuse to issue miner's rights to Chinese, but Macros-
san insisted that Parliament was legally bound in this 
respect bv an act of 1874. 
Now it might be true that practical difficulties 
would be found in collecting the extra licence, but, on 
the other issue the Government, or rather their suc-
cessors, did prove sufficiently sincere to persevere with 
24. Q.P.D. 20, (1876), p. 377. 
25. Q P.D. 25. (1878). pp. 581.2. 
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the principle of the Bill in the face of the constitutional 
crisis occasioned by Governor Cairns' reservation of 
it for the royal assent. If we add to this Macrossan's 
rather legalistic concern for Chinese rights on this 
occasion and the fact that his only explanation as to 
why, after all the procrastination he had instanced, the 
Government had at last introduced the Bifl was *to 
conciliate the member for Cook' there is at least a 
suspicion of factious inconsistency. (26) Stifl, he did vote 
for the second reading and he does seem to have intro-
duced the only really operative clause in the Bifl. 
When the same measure was introduced the fol-
lowing year Macrossan did not speak, although Griffith 
made a most lengthy examination of the constitutional 
issues, and although first Bafley, and then Walsh, 
tried to amend the Bill to prohibit the Chinese from 
mining at all. Indeed, he even voted against Walsh 
and in favour of the £3 License fee which he had de-
nounced the year before. On the other hand, on the 
same day, as we shall see, he spoke extremely vigor-
ously in favour of the Chinese Immigration Regulation 
Bifl. 
It really is a little difficult to understand Macros-
san's Chinese Policy at this juncture, since while he 
was not prepared to exclude Chinamen entirely from 
mining, he did favour denying them entrance into the 
colony. 
The careful respect for legal rights evidenced in 
his refusal to admit the non-issue of miner's rights as 
a possible solution seems hardly to square with the 
equanimity with which he was prepared to legislate for 
complete exclusion. On a later occasion, as will be seen, 
he again demonstrated a tender regard for the exist-
ence of 'rights' which it seems clear he could have and 
should have removed by legislation long before, if he 
was really in earnest in his policy of complete exclu-
sion. One can not rid oneself of the feeling that at 
times he preferred to be a destructive rather than a 
constructive critic! 
In 1877, while stifl quibbling in this way about the 
legal rights of the CJhinese, he vigorously supported the 
Chinese Immigration Regulation Bill which imposed 
a landing tax on shipowners calculated per Chinamen 
26. O'Kane took the rather ouestionable liberty of interpreting Macrossnn's sneech 
as a vote in favour of reducinp; the Chinese License fee! Northern Miner, 2/9/1876. 
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brought in. Macrossan, though now in active opposi-
tion to the Government, assured them 'they could not 
go one step too far for him to support them.'^^?) He 
voted all the way with the Government on the passage 
of this Bill. Later in the same year, during a debate on 
reported ill-treatment of Chinese by a Mining warden, 
he affirmed his determination to exclude Chinese, 'the 
motives which (led to the passing of the restrictive 
Acts) exist as strongly to-day as they did at any 
time.'(28» 
In 1878 that annual event, the Goldfields Act 
Amendment Bill provoked him to speech too, even 
though Bernays dismisses this particular Bill as only 
'a slight amendment.'(29) QJ^ j^^ jg occasion, he found it 
necessary to explain that he had restricted himself to 
two years in his amendment to the 1876 measure to 
keep Chinese off a new goldfield only 'because it was 
•the longest period which he could get the Government 
of that day to adopt. . . .If he could have carried it 
he would have made the term five years instead of 
two.'('^ °' He also supported King's amendment to deny 
the Government power to reduce by regulation the pro-
hibitionary period for Chinese on a new goldfield. 
During his first year of office, (1879-1882) Mac-
rossan only passed one measure which contained 
specific reference to the Chinese. The Mineral Land 
Acts of 1882 which he brought down, refused 'Asiatic 
and African aliens' the right to hold either mining 
leases or mining licenses. One cannot help wondering 
why he was not prepared to extend the same principles 
to goldfields, especially as he had pointed out some-
what pedantically in 1876 that exactly the same 
statutory action was needed in that case. 
In the session of 1883-4, Griffith, then in office, in-
troduced an amendment to the Chinese Regulation Act 
to double the landing tax and reduce the number of 
Chinese allowed to be carried in each vessel. Macrossan 
attached this as 'milk and water legislation. We have 
been firm with the Kanakas—let us be firm with regard 
to the Chinese also, and keep them out entirely.' He 
expressed the fear that the sugar planters might re-
gard it as worthwhile to import them even at £20 per 
27. Q.P.D. 23, (1877). p. 357. 
28. ibid. 24.(1877), p. 1358. 
29. BERNAYS, op. cit. p. 362. 
30. Q.P.D. 25, (1878), p. 582. 
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head tax. He had 'no wish to injure the planters, but 
I have a strong desire to protect the Europeans.' In 
a long, figure-packed speech, he quoted experience in 
California and in the Southern CJolonies, and insisted 
that the danger was primarily from Chinese infiltration 
into agriculture and commerce. He was most emphatic 
that 'we can keep them out if we choose, and it is our 
bounden duty, once and for all, to make this a final 
measure to prevent a single Chinaman from coming to 
the colony after the Act passes.'^^^ 
Later on in the same debate he made occasion yet 
again to chronicle his claims to be No. 1 Chiriaphobe 
and also to state categorically 'every man who knows 
me knows that I am opposed to Chinese, and have been 
opposed to them all my life time, and will be opposed, 
to them and if the Bill goes into Committee I will do 
my best to make it prohibitive . . . one Chinaman in the 
colony is one too many.'(32) Griffith was prepared ta 
admit that Macrossan was 'one who has always ob-
jected to the Chinese.'(33) 
In 1886, speaking to the adjournment of the House, 
Macrossan admitted the difficulty of legislating on the 
Chinese question in view of the delicate nature of 
Anglo-Chinese relations, but referred again to 'one of 
the greatest evils which is looming in the distaiice to 
the European people—the spread of the Chinese over 
the civilised world.'(^4) 
In the following year a further Chinese Immi-
grants* Act Amendment Bill saw him regarding 
Queensland as 'an outpost of Australian Civilisat^'on in 
protecting the rest of Australia from the introduction 
of Chinamen.' (^ s) in October of the same year, however, 
he was disturbed about the legality of applying the poll 
tax to naturalised Chinamen from Hong Kong, (^ o Later 
in the same session, and this is significant in view of 
later happenings, he raised the question of Chinese on 
the Russell River Goldfield and the limits of their rii^hts 
in re.p'ard to new goldfields discovered by themselves. ^ 7^) 
With the return of Mcllwraith to power in 1888, 
Macrossan had the pleasure of seeing the much more 
31. Q.P.D. 41, (1883/4), p . 348. 
32. ibid. p . 357. 
33. ibid. p. 435. 
34. Q.P.D. 49, (1886). p . 1889. 
35. ibid. 52. (1887), p . 508. 
36. ibid 53, (1887), p . 1089. 
37. ibid p . 1395. 
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restrictive Immigration Restriction Bill brought down. 
This Bill was introduced in accordance with the deci-
sions of an inter-colonial conference on the question 
which had been held during the recess and which, it 
is significant to note, Macrossan had been selected to 
attend by agreement of both party leaders. 
In 1889 he introduced but did not carry beyond the 
second reading a further amendment to the Goldfields 
Act. One of the clauses of this Bill at last took the 
plunge and sought to disbar 'any person other than 
natural-born or naturahsed British subjects of Euro-
pean extraction' from holding miner's rights. 
This would seem to be crowning proof of his almost 
fanatical insistence on the most rigorous anti-Chinese 
policy and yet his closing year in the House saw his 
remarkable opposition to the New Goldfields Act. This 
Act, despite the Minister's protestations, was quite 
clearly directed towards the continued exclusion of 
the Chinese from one particular goldfield. Here, for 
the second time, Macrossan attempted to reconcile his 
unabated hatred of things Chinese with a determina-
tion to preserve their legal rights. This time there was 
a difference, in that he was now advocating in addition, 
amendment of the law, along the lines indicated in his 
Bill of the previous year, to disbar Chinese from 
miner's rights. But, while suggesting this and while 
still advocating complete cessation of Chinese immigra-
tion, he would not be a party to extending the period 
of proclamation during which they could not operate 
on this particular field. Griffith put the matter very 
clearly: 'While he says that it is only just and proper 
to exclude the Chinese from all goldfields yet to give the 
right to exclude them from a particular goldfield a little 
longer he says is grossly unjust.'^^s) 
Two further points should be noted concerning this 
matter; first, that in 1887 Macrossan was already 
aware of the complications that would arise since he 
asked a question about it in the House, and, second, 
that he came into office the following year and for two 
years, did nothing to solve the problem in the onlv way 
consonant with his expressed principles, i.e., denving 
miner's rights to the Chinese, ^^p) While still in office, 
38. Q.P.D. 61, (1890), p. 535. 
39. It will be remembered that this principle was included in his aborti-ve Goldfields 
Art Amendment Bill of 1889 which, however, was not pushed past the second 
readinf^. 
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he had been asked what could be done about the prob-
lem which was clearly going to develop on this field, 
and had stated that 'the Chinese were the discoverers 
of the Russell River Goldfields, so that if they have a 
right to go on any goldfield they have a right to go on 
that one; still, if I had the power to prevent them do-
ing so, I would do so. But I have not the power so that 
they can go on.' ^^^^  
It is difficult again to understand what prompted 
this stand on behalf of the Chinese, especially as, by 
now, there was a fairly strong tide of opinion flowing 
against them over the whole face of the colony. This 
latter fact is perhaps in a way support for his indepen-
dence of action, since it must surely have been clear 
that no posing as the friend of the underdog on this 
question would have the traditional British appeal to 
fair play. As far as the Queenslanders were concerned, 
they were quite happy for Chinamen to remain under-
dogs, and friendless ones at that. (*i) It is true too that 
in 1877 while opposing the Chinese in principle he had 
called for the instant dismissal of any warden found 
ill-treating Chinese in the matter afleged, although too 
much may be made of an apparent consistency here 
since, in the first place, public opinion was not nearly 
as firmly anti-Chinese as at the later date anil, in the 
second, he could have been merely giving party support 
to a matter introduced by Palmer. 
It is also worth noting that much more of his anti-
Chinese thunderings took place out of office than in, 
and that in sum only two real anti-Chinese measures 
were put into effect by either of the two Conservative 
ministries with which he was associated. On the other 
hand, except for the two occasions already noted, his 
support for legislation on this subject initiated on the 
other side of the House was sincere and, allowing for 
the latitude in criticism that is the birthright of oppo-
sitions, unstinted. 
Conclusion 
Can we make any valid generalisation from this, in 
some respects conflicting, evidence? Does any real pat-
tern emerge to support or to confute Barton's asser-
tion ? 
40. Q.P.D. 61. (1890), p . 462. 
41. At this period, for instance, the Boomerang was running violent anti-Chinese 
articles and even serial stories based on a future attempted coup d'etat by Chinese 
in Queensland. 
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As a colonial politician, Macrossan clearly cannot 
be said to have been completely exclusionist in his 
policy towards coloured labour. Indian coolies he would 
have welcomed, provided it could be arranged that they 
should be restricted to the plantations. Kanakas he 
made a great show of excluding initially but later, 
clearly, was in favour of allowing into the colony under 
similar conditions. With regard to the Chinese alone 
does he seem to have been completely exclusionist. 
Even here, on two separate occasions, he seems to have 
become obsessed with the legal rights of the very per-
sons for whose complete prohibition he had at all other 
times clamoured. Even if we grant him the latitude, 
which, cynically perhaps, we have come to attach to 
politicians, and disregarding those two lamentable ex-
amples of party before principles, we class him as basic-
ally exclusionist in relation to the Chinese, we are still 
left with his attitude towards the other two types of 
coloured labourers. 
Now this is particularly unfortunate since the 
White Australia policy, at least while federation was in 
pro :ess, was expounded or at any rate emphasised par-
ticularly as a counter to cheap coloured labour for 
sugar, and for this the Chinese were never really con-
sidered. Up to this point, accordingly, it seems (ioubly 
unrealistic to credit Macrossan with coining its battle 
cry. 
One major point, however, remains to be consid-
ered; to one subject he was completely devoted. The 
Federation of the Australian colonies was one aim 
which always remained steadfastly in his vision. If 
there was any one point at which he would sacrifice all 
his preconceptions, it was certainly this. 
On his record as a politician, Macrossan stands in 
general as the reverse of conciliatory, the least likely 
to compromise, but he never made any secret of his 
perfect readiness to accept a compromise in order to 
secure Federation. 'I have not the slightest doubt,' he 
said to the Queensland Parliament just before he died, 
'that we may come back with a constitution which I 
do not approve of. But if we come back with a consti-
tution which contains the germs of Federation, I shall 
accept it.' ^^2) 
42. Q.P.D. 61, (1890). p. 179. 
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The only grounds then, that we can really have in 
associating John Murtagh Macrossan with the senti-
ments implied in the phrase 'White Australia' are two 
in number. The first is his life long opposition, with 
the exceptions noted, to the Chinese; but this, at the 
particular time with which we are concerned, was not 
necessarily the main preoccupation of those who were 
thinking of the exclusion of coloured races. The second 
is the probability that for the sake of securing the es-
tablishment of Federation he would have been capable 
of sacrificing what, according to his past record, he 
was sincerely convinced was essential to the prosperity 
of Queensland and particularly to the portion of it 
which he represented. If in fact he made this sacrifice 
then all the more honour to his memory. On his purely 
local record, however, he would seem on the face of it 
to have been interested not in a White Australia, but 
in one which had at least a suspicion, if I may borrow a 
phrase, of 'tattle-tale grey.' 
